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Napoleon III, who still posed as the patron of Italian national-
ism. Napoleon wanted the two great Germanic Powers to
continue to cancel each other out by their mutual hostility, and
hoped to get some pickings for France out of their quarrel.
He therefore welcomed Bismarck's proposal to visit him at
Biarritz and talk over the situation. Nobody knows exactly
what passed there, but there is little doubt that Napoleon
encouraged Bismarck to proceed with his scheme for an on-
slaught on Austria in conjunction with Italy, and suggested
possible cessions of Rhineland territory to France to balance
Prussia's gains. Bismarck let him cherish these fancies in order
to ensure his " benevolent neutrality " in the coming struggle.
By disclosing to the Italians this understanding with France,
Bismarck was able to convince them of his sincerity in proposing
an alliance, and negotiations were opened. While these were in
progress the Austrian Government announced that it would
refer the dispute about the Duchies to the Federal Diet (March
1866). King William was deeply offended at this breach of the
Gastein agreement. This removed one of Bismarck's greatest
difficulties—the old Kong's reluctance to make war on Austria.
He was now able to enter into a definite agreement with Victor
Emmanuel by which Italy undertook to invade Venetia if
Prussia made war on Austria within three months (8th April).
This was gambling on his own control over the course of
events, but his self-confidence was justified. He began by
announcing that, since Austria had herself broken the Con-
vention of Gastein, Prussian troops would put down disorders
in Holstein which had been provoked by Austrian slackness.
Thereupon Austria called on the Diet to proceed to " federal
execution " against Prussia; and several of the lesser states—
notably Haaover, Bavaria, Baden and Hesse-Cassel—supported
this proposal. Bismarck replied that Prussia no longer recog-
nised the decrees of the Diet, and brought forward a scheme
for a new Confederation from which Austria was to be excluded
altogether. This was tantamount to a declaration of war, and
Bismarck followed it up by an ultimatum to Austria's supporters

